THLETIC TRAINING students (ATSs), receive comprehensive preparation in the care and prevention of athletic injuries for individuals without disabilities. Few, however, receive training on the care and prevention of athletic injuries for Special Olympic (SO) athletes. This raises a number of questions as to whether specialized training should be required for ATSs who work with athletes with disabilities. For example, what are the ATSs' perceptions of these athletes before, during, and after competition, and how do the ATSs prepare for such interactions? Is it possible that the ATSs feel ill prepared, intimidated, or reluctant to provide appropriate care? Could they be preoccupied with the nature of the athletes' disability (cognitive impairment) and not recognize the athleticism of the competition? It is important that ATSs approach their responsibility of providing care to SO athletes in a confident and professional manner. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of ATSs who provided care to athletes participating in several SO state championships.
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Methods
Athletes were competing in three state competitions for basketball, volleyball, and track. A total of 51 ATSs (80% rate of return) were asked to complete a survey that reported their perceptions of SO athletes before, during, and postcompetition. The survey was divided into four sections: demographics, treatment profile of the athletes seen by the ATSs, perceptions of the ATSs' experience with the athlete(s) scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from not at all to strongly agree, and open-ended questions in which respondents commented on their most difficult and gratifying situations during competitions.
The state championships were conducted at three universities at three different times of the year-volleyball in the fall, basketball in the winter, and track and field during the spring. Each location had a team of ATSs directed by a certified athletic trainer (ATC). The surveys were mailed to the ATCs at each venue, who administered them at the conclusion of the competitions. To address the fact that some ATSs could have been assigned to more than one competition, students were directed to complete only one survey, and all were returned within 2 days of competition.
Results
Participants included 36 female and 15 male ATSs, of which 53% were juniors or seniors. Sixty-three percent (n = 32) indicated that these state championships were their first exposure to an SO competition. Specific injury data were considered outside the scope of this study and will be reported elsewhere.
When considering the ATSs' perception of working with SO athletes before the competition, 60% of the respondents were somewhat to strongly concerned about their ability to relate to the athletes, and 60% indicated that they did not know what to expect. The perceptions of the ATSs changed during competition. Over 90% of the ATSs began to see the athletic performance of the individual rather than the disability. This positive perception continued through to the conclusion of the event, with 88% of the ATSs feeling moderately to very strongly that the SO athletes were more athletic than they had originally perceived them to be (Table 1) .
Thirty-eight of the ATSs responded to the openended questions on the survey. Their greatest concern was their ability to communicate with the athletes when they reported an injury. When athletes reported injuries, the ATSs indicated that they had a difficult time deciding whether the athlete was really injured. Many felt that the athletes did not have serious injuries worth reporting. Despite believing that they communicated well with the athletes, it appears that the communication was not reciprocated. Several ATSs indicated that they could not understand the athletes, which made injury assessment difficult, but 34% felt that they had not had any difficulties with injury assessment. The majority of the ATSs (68%) thought that a course in disability sport might have better prepared them for working with Special Olympians.
Discussion
Within the limits of this study, it appears that ATSs' perception of SO athletes changes during the course of an event. Most ATSs were apprehensive when first engaging these athletes during the various competitions. Although most of the ATSs did not have preconceived notions that these competitions would be boring or nonathletic, they did indicate they did not know what to expect. Many admitted that as the competition continued their perceptions changed. A specific question as to whether or not a formal course in disability sport was included in their current curriculum was not asked, but perhaps with such a class, these ATSs would have had more time to develop higher levels of confidence.
Working SO events provides ATSs with valuable experiences. Gaining additional knowledge and clinical experience with SO athletes enables them to broaden their decision-making skills and enhance Note. 1 = not at all; 2 = somewhat; 3 = moderate; 4 = very much; 5 = strongly agree.
